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ATOMISM AND THE WORSHIP OF GODS
On Democritus’ ‘Rational’ Attitude towards Theology
Christian Vassallo
University of Notre Dame / University of Calabria
christian.vassallo@unical.it
Résumé. Cet article réexamine la totalité des témoignages sur la pensée démocri-
téenne de l’origine du culte divin. Une étude approfondie de ces témoignages nous 
autorise à affirmer que, dans l’esprit de Démocrite, le culte des dieux ne dérivait pas 
seulement d’une peur des phénomènes naturels hostiles, mais aussi de la reconnais-
sance pour les événements favorables à la survie des humains. Il est à présent possible 
de réinterpréter cette conception selon un point de vue polémique  : Démocrite 
n’aurait pas nié l’existence des dieux, mais plutôt exposé les mécanismes psycholo-
giques qui conduisent les hommes ordinaires à croire dans les dieux traditionnels. 
Contre la croyance superstitieuse, il démontre, en s’aidant également de la théorie 
des εἴδωλα, que les seuls dieux qui existent sont pourvus de la même « raison » que 
celle à l’œuvre dans la nature et grâce à laquelle les hommes peuvent comprendre ses 
phénomènes aussi suprenants que variés. 
Summary. This paper re-examines the extant testimonia to Democritus’ thought on 
the origin of divine worship. An in-depth study of them allows us to confirm that, in 
Democritus’ view, the worship of the gods derived not only from the fear of adverse 
natural phenomena, but also from gratitude for events beneficial to human suste-
nance. It is possible now to reinterpret this conception from a polemical perspective: 
Democritus would not have denied that the gods exist, but rather exposed the psycho-
logical mechanism that leads ordinary men to trust in the traditional gods. Against 
superstitious faith, he shows, also by means of his εἴδωλα theory, that the only existing 
gods are provided with the same ‘reason’ by which nature works and thanks to which 
men can philosophically understand its various (even astonishing) phenomena.
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 1. The problem(s)*
So far, all the studies on the theology of the early Atomists have almost 
unanimously found it impossible to consider Democritus an ‘atheist’ in the 
literal sense of the term, viz. a radical denier of the existence of the gods.1 
Most recently, it has been shown that Democritus had specific theological 
interests, i.e. that he sought to determine the real nature of the gods,2 from 
both an ontological and causal point of view.3 The perspective of this new 
research represents an important historico-philosophical shift in the study 
of the thought of the early Atomists. It should suffice to recall that even Eric 
R. Dodds limited his considerations on Democritus’ ‘irrational’ to some 
notes on his concept of ἐνθουσιασμός and his theory of dreams.4 Werner 
Jaeger, in his turn, devoted only a few pages to Democritus in his major work 
on the theology of the first Greek thinkers. As a matter of fact, he was still 
*  I would like to thank Jaap Mansfeld, David Sedley, and the anonimous referees for 
the useful advice they gave me in revising the manuscript; Jean-Baptiste Gourinat, Gérard 
Journée, and Rossella Saetta Cottone, for inviting me on 17 December 2016 to give a paper 
on ‘‘Presocratic Doxography in Philodemus’ On Piety’’, within the 2016/2017 séminaire 
Présocratiques of the Centre Léon Robin, de Recherches sur la Pensée Antique (UMR 8061: 
CNRS-Sorbonne Université-ENS Ulm). The present article is a revised and extended version 
of a part of that paper. 
1. The various scholars who have conceived of Democritus’ gods not as real entities, but 
only as mere ‘guarantees’ of the rationality of man and of his inquiry into physical pheno-
mena, are E. Zeller in Zeller & Mondolfo 1969 p. 264, Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1931-1932 
II, p. 245, and Vlastos 1945. A revival of this approach seems to be found in Drozdek 2007 
p. 95-107. 
2. See McGibbon 1965; Eisenberger 1970; Taylor 1999 p. 211-216; Rechenauer 2013 
p.  904-906. A status quaestionis on this topic can be found now in Piergiacomi 2017 esp. 
p. 11-17.
3. On the search for the reasons behind (physical and human) phenomena as the main 
feature of Democritus’ thought, see Morel 1996. On the anthropological implications of the 
methodology behind this research, see Cole 1967 and infra.
4. Dodds 1959 p. 116-117 and p. 149-150.
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convinced that, unlike Anaxagoras and Diogenes of Apollonia, Democritus 
had not established his own theology, such as could be systematically framed 
within his naturalistic philosophy.5 By contrast, in accordance with the new 
trend mentioned above, we are now allowed to consider Democritus’ inqui-
ries on the relation between gods and men — ranging from the problem of 
‘providence’6 to that of poetic inspiration7 and the origin and development 
of religious ideas in the history of mankind — as ‘theological’ interests.8 
Therefore, the causal approach to these tricky questions cannot overshadow 
the scientific-descriptive approach. On the other hand, the sources at our 
disposal, while not easy to interpret, seem to attest that Democritus consi-
dered the gods real beings, albeit mortal beings who are not concerned with 
the vicissitudes of mankind.
The atomic constitution of Democritus’ gods is not the real subject of this 
paper, but this problem will be tackled in § 3 in order to see whether Demo-
critus’ arguments on the genesis of the gods could be considered a kind of 
‘rational’ theology in agreement with the physical principles of his thought. 
In § 2 I will rather try to analyze in depth the anthropological genesis of the 
gods according to Democritus and, in particular, to clarify whether — as I 
believe — his critical theological remarks only concern the gods of popular 
religion or whether he is speaking about gods or divine beings tout court in a 
radically polemical way.
2. Reappraising the sources
The sole testimonia concerning Democritus’ conception of the origin of 
worship can be found in Sextus Empiricus and Philodemus. What we have 
here are two sources that are in some way symmetrical. Sextus explicitly 
mentions Democritus among those philosophers who ascribe our intuition 
(ἔννοια) of the gods to the astonishment that derives from the mysterious 
and therefore frightening phenomena (παράδοξα) that occur in nature. 
εἰσὶ δὲ οἱ ἀπὸ τῶν γιγνομένων κατὰ τὸν κόσμον παραδόξων ὑπονοήσαντες εἰς 
ἔννοιαν ἡμᾶς ἐληλυθέναι θεῶν, ἀφ’ ἧς φαίνεται εἶναι δόξης καὶ ὁ Δημόκριτος· 
ὁρῶντες γάρ, φησί, τὰ ἐν τοῖς μετεώροις παθήματα οἱ παλαιοὶ τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
5. Jaeger 1961 p. 281-286.
6. Before Plato’s Timaeus (44c) the noun πρόνοια often acquired the meaning of anti-
cipation or prevision. Democritus apparently investigated this problem in his Περὶ εἰδώλων 
ἢ Περὶ προνοίας, the second work of the sixth tetralogy of Thrasyllus’ catalogue. See Alfieri 
1950 p. 99.
7. Cf. DK 68 B 17-18 (= fr. 574 Luria 2007 [1970] [= Luria]); B 21 (= fr. 575 Luria); 
B 112 (= fr. 573a Luria); B 129 (= fr. 576 Luria). On this point, see Brancacci 2007 p. 200-205.
8. For this reason, the interpretations that have reduced Democritus’ theology to a mere 
anthropological study of the origin of the idea of the divine seem to be rather incomplete: see, 
for instance, Gigante & Indelli 1980 p. 454 and Montano 1984. Indeed, there is no doubt that 
the ‘anthropological’ approach plays an important role in Democritus’ thought. 
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καθάπερ βροντὰς καὶ ἀστραπὰς, κεραυνούς τε καὶ ἄστρων συνόδους ἡλίου τε 
καὶ σελήνης ἐκλείψεις, ἐδειματοῦντο, θεοὺς οἰόμενοι τούτων αἰτίους εἶναι.9
There are some people who think that it was on the basis of the unexpected 
events that happen in the world that we have come to conceive of gods; 
Democritus too seems to be of this opinion. For, he says, when ancient 
men saw what happens in the sky, like thunder, lightning, lightning bolts, 
conjunctions of stars, eclipses of the sun and moon, they became frightened 
and thought that gods were the causes of these things.10
Indeed, it is controversial to what extent the first part of this testimonium 
can be considered a genuine piece of evidence for Democritus’ theology. 
The notion of ἔννοια of the gods does not properly belong to the lexicon 
of the early Atomists and should rather be considered a Stoic concept, later 
reused in sceptical doxography. In this regard, for instance, one could refer 
to Cleanthes’ four reasons to explain why in animis hominum informatas 
deorum esse notiones.11 Anyway, one should consider that the verb ἐννοεῖν 
is already ubiquitous in Plato and that, provided it is rightly contextualized, 
Sextus’ source is, if anything, more likely to be Epicurean than Stoic. For this 
reason, the consideration that the noun ἔννοια is probably post-Democri-
tean “does not disqualify the passage from being a testimonium, just from 
being a verbatim fragment (although there are other reasons for denying that 
it is a testimonium).”12 The second part of the passage in question, focused 
on primitive humans’ feelings of fear and frustration towards the forces of 
nature, deserves in my opinion careful consideration, if for no other reason 
but the presence of parallel or similar sources (earlier than the 2nd century 
AD) that help prove in some way the degree of reliability of Sextus’ account. 
To begin with, Democritus’ religious anthropology — as sketched out 
by the sceptic philosopher — could be compared to Lucretius’ Epicurean 
9. Sextus M. IX 24 (= DK 68 A 75 [I] = fr. 581 [I] Luria). 
10. Transl. by Laks & Most 2016 p. 249 and 251 (D 207).
11. Cicero, ND, II [5] 13-15 (= SVF I 528 [I]; Cf. also Cicero, ND, III [7] 16 = SVF I 528 
[II]; the same arguments can be partially found in Chrysippus, SVF II 1009), esp. 14 (third 
reason): “(...) the awe inspired by lightning, storms, rain, snow, hail, floods, pestilences, earth-
quakes and occasionally subterranean rumblings, showers of stones and raindrops the colour 
of blood, also landslips and chasms suddenly opening in the ground, also unnatural monstro-
sities human and animal, and also the appearance of meteoric lights and what are called by the 
Greeks ‘comets,’ and in our language ‘long-haired stars,’ (...) and the doubling of the sun, (...): 
all of which alarming portents have suggested to mankind the idea of the existence of some 
celestial and divine power (quibus exterriti homines vim quandam esse caelestem et divinam 
suspicati sunt) (...)” (transl. by H. Rackham 1951). On this passage, which (especially for the 
fourth reason) is suspected to partially depend on Aristotle (see infra), I refer to Mansfeld 
1999 p. 470-472.
12.  David N. Sedley per litteras. On Sextus Empiricus’ use of Democritus, see, among 
others, Decleva Caizzi 1980; Sedley 1992; Morel 1996 p. 393-460; Spinelli 1997.
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observations on the origin of civilization.13 But, upon a closer inspection, in 
De rerum natura the list of cosmic and natural phenomena that led men to 
believe that the gods govern the world is more varied. Lucretius mentions 
not only lightning, thunder, storm, and earthquakes, but also, more generally 
(and at the very beginning of his list), the rational order of the movement 
of the stars and the regular succession of the seasons (praeterea caeli rationes 
ordine certo / et varia annorum cernebant tempora verti).14 Therefore, in 
Lucretius, the cornerstone of the psychological mechanism that leads primi-
tive men to worship the gods seems to lie not in fear tout court, but in a more 
general sense of wonder towards those things that are inexplicably greater 
and stronger than human nature. Such things, mutatis mutandis, were the 
subject of what, many centuries later, Immanuel Kant considered the dyna-
misch-Erhabene expressed by nature. On the other hand, in Aristotle’s On 
Philosophy, primitive faith in the gods was said to depend, among other 
things (viz. the soul and its mechanisms of inspiration and divination), on 
the contemplation of celestial phenomena, namely the beauty of the sky and 
the ordered movement of the stars (ἀπὸ τῶν μετεώρων· θεασάμενοι γὰρ μεθ’ 
ἡμέραν μὲν ἥλιον περιπολοῦντα, νύκτωρ δὲ τὴν εὔτακτον τῶν ἄλλων ἀστέρων 
κίνησιν, κτλ.).15 All these facts testify that Sextus’ account on Democritus 
was, at least on this point, rather partial and incomplete. Eduard Norden 
supposed that the sceptic philosopher took from his source — Posidonius’ 
treatise On Gods — only the negative aspect of Democritean δόξα, that is to 
say, the idea that the terrible and awe-inspiring meteorological phenomena 
induce men to worship gods (only) out of fear. Democritus, instead, would 
have also referred to phenomena positive and beneficial for human life in 
order to explain the origin of divine worship not only on the basis of the 
feeling of fear, but also out of a sense of gratitude (later we will see whether 
and in what sense his exposition was a polemical one).16 This thesis was 
already accepted by Salomon Luria,17 who found a confirmation of it in the 
aforementioned testimonium by Philodemus. This testimonium is handed 
13. Lucretius, V 1183 ff. (= partim fr. 581 [III] Luria = DK 68 A 75 [III]). See Gigante 
1957, who identified Lucretius’ source as Critias’ Sisyphus (on which, see infra). On the rela-
tionship between the history of mankind in Democritus, especially through the testimonium 
by Diodorus Siculus (I 7, 1 = DK 68 B 5 [I] = fr. 558 [II] Luria), and the Epicurean concept 
of civilization also with reference to theological aspects, see Spoerri 1959 p.  164-211, and 
Bertelli 1980, with the bibliography cited there. 
14. Lucretius, V, 1183-1184.
15. fr. 12a Ross = fr. 947 Gigon (= Sextus, M. IX 20-23), which is most likely the incipit 
of Book 3 of this Aristotelian dialogue, properly devoted to the study of the divine. See Pier-
giacomi 2017 p. 18 and n. 22, with the bibliography cited there; Segev 2017 passim.
16. Norden 2002 p. 515-516.
17.  Luria 2007 p.  1252-1253. The Russian scholar still relied on Th. Gomperz’s old 
edition of De pietate and on the revised reconstruction of the testimonium in question as 
proposed by W. Crönert.
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down by the treatise On Piety, especially in the section of that work devoted 
to the criticism of ancient theological conceptions, from the Presocratics 
to the early Stoics. This passage can be read in col. 329 Vassallo (= fr. 16 
Schober) of PHerc. 1428, a papyrus that transmits the final columns of the 
large roll containing the work.18 Albert Henrichs has argued convincingly 
that this entire column of PHerc. 1428 refers only to Democritus and that 
there are good reasons to believe that it transmits not just a witness, but an 
actual fragment (ipsissima verba) concerning his theological conception.19 
The new reconstruction which I offer here provides further food for thought 
on this testimonium, based on a doxographical and, above all, philosophical 
point of view.20
       ]αε Διὸ[ς] εἶναι ·
        κ]α [τ]ὰ τὴν τροφὴν ἐ[κ 
        τῶν ἀνθρώπων [₍₎
        ] λ έγεται δ[₍₎
 5     ₍₎] Ζεὺς “πά[ντων
        βασιλε]ύ ς”, []ι[]ι[
        ε[₍₎]ωμ [₍₎]φ[₍₎
        ε[₍₎]σαι [₍₎
         [₍₎] τὸν θεὸν [
10    [₍₎][ οὐ
        γὰ[ρ] κα [τα]φ ρ [ονε ῖν
        τὸν Δία [₍₎
         τῶ[ν π]ερὶ [
         τὸ θε[ῖ]ον [
15     ον[]ασ[]ρεια
         ]ραστ[
         ][₍₎]αιπ[
         δ[₍₎]ουτος κ[
         σιν, καὶ α[₍₎]α[₍₎][
20     τ]ῶν ἀνθρώπ[ων οὐ κα-
         ταφρονεῖν [₍₎
         θέρος ἐν τῆι [γ]ῆι [καὶ
         χε[ι]μὼν καὶ ἔ[αρ καὶ
         με{τ}‹θ›όπωρον [κ]αὶ πά[ν-
18. On the structure and content of this papyrus, see Vassallo 2017. The passage belongs 
to the so-called ‘second part’ of On Piety and has not been published by Obbink 1996.
19. Henrichs 1975 p. 96-106.
20.  Conspectus siglorum: Bücheler = Bücheler 1865 p.  529; Crönert = Crönert 1965 
p. 130, n. 542; Gigante-Indelli = Gigante & Indelli 1980 p. 451, n. 3; Gomperz = Gomperz 
1866 p.  65-71; Henrichs = Henrichs 1975 p.  94, n. 10; 96; 107; Marcovich = Marcovich 
1975; Sauppe = Sauppe 1864 p. 6; Schober = Schober 1988 p. 112-115; Sedley = David N. 
Sedley per litteras; * = ego. As for the papyrological aspects of the new reconstruction of this 
fragment (especially the replacement of the initial sovrapposto), I refer to Vassallo 2017 and 
2018. 
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25        τα ταῦτα ἄν{οι}‹ω›θεν “δι-
            ειπετῆ” γε‹ί›νεται· δι-
            ὸ δὴ καὶ τὸ ἐξεργα-
            ζόμενον γνόντας
            σέβεσθαι. οὐ φαίνε-
        
30        ται δ᾽ ἐμοὶ Δημόκρι-
31        τος ὥσπερ ἔνιοι τὸν ||
            [] θε[ὸν21
1-20 primum dispexi  ||  1-2 *  ||  5-6 Cf. DK 68 B 30  ||  10 οὐ] Sedley: καὶ * dub.  ||  11 
*  ||  13-14 *  ||  17-18 ] καὶ πὰ[ντα τά]|δε [ * e.g.  ||  18 οὗτος (fort. [τοι]οῦτος) *  || 
18-19 κ[ατὰ φύ]|σιν * e.g.  ||  20-21 *  ||  21 fin. [πιστεύειν ὅτι Crönert spat. long.  || 
22 θέρος ἐν τῆι [γ]ῆι [καὶ * ([τῆι γῆι καὶ iam Schober, Crönert sec.): Μ[ητρ]οδωρο- 
perp. Gomperz in app. dub.: ἐνταῦ[θα perp. Marcovich: ἐντε[ῦθεν perp. Gigante-Indelli 
e.g.  ||  23 χε[ι]μὼν καὶ ἔ[αρ καὶ Henrichs (χει[μὼν καὶ ἔαρ καὶ iam Schober)  ||  24 
με{τ}‹θ›όπωρον rest. Henrichs (cf. Crönert, p. 152, adn. 5)  ||  24-25 κ]αὶ Schober  || 
πά[ν]|τα Henrichs (π[άν]|τα iam Gomperz in app.)  ||  25 ἄν{οι}‹ω›θεν Henrichs (iam 
Npc)  ||  25-26 δι|ειπετῆ P, cf. Crönert, p. 27 et adn. 6 (δι|εῖπε perp. Gomperz in app. dub.) 
||  26 γε‹ί›νεται Henrichs: γε[ί]νεται Schober spat. long.  ||  30 δ᾽ ἐμοὶ Gomperz et alii: 
δ[έ] μοι Sauppe et Bücheler  ||  31 sq. τὸν || [] θε[ὸν * e.g.: τὸν || [Δία] θε[ὸν εἶναι 
| ἀρνεῖσθαι Sedley e.g.: [κόσμον θεὸν δοξάζειν Crönert e.g. (cf. DK 68 A 75 [I et III])
(...) to be of Zeus: according to the care [they believe to receive from him,] 
by men (...) Zeus (...) is said “king of all things,” (...) the god (...) in fact [he 
(scil. Democritus) says that according to ancient people (?)] Zeus does [not] 
treat with contempt [humans (?) and] the things concerning [their life (?)] 
(...) the divine (...) [and all these things (he says)], and (...) to not despise 
men, [but they think that the annual return of ] summer on the earth, and 
winter and spring and autumn, and all those things, come into being from 
above “fallen-from-Zeus.” That was why, having acknowledged the cause, 
they worshipped it. But it does not seem to me that Democritus, as some 
[do, has maintained that] the [god/Zeus does not exist (?)22] (continues on)23
Up until now, only lines 21-31 of this column had been published. As 
mentioned above, Henrichs tried to demonstrate how those lines contained 
21.  PHerc. 1428, cr. 3, col. 329 (= fr. 16) et superp. ibid., sin. sup. col. 328 (= fr. 15) 
collocatum = O Bodl. Libr. Ms. Gr. Class. c. 5, fol. 1222 (D,binf.) = Npc fr. 16: Nac fr. 14 (7inf.) 
[N : Apographum Neapolitanum PHerc. 1428, Npc : lectio N post correctionem / Nac : lectio N 
ante correctionem] = VH2 II 5 = Index Praesocraticorum Philosophorum Herculanensis (IPPH) 
[in Vassallo 2016] X 51 = Dox.Graec, p. 535-536 = DK 68 A 75 [II] = fr. 581 [II] Luria = test. 
214 Taylor 1999 = test. 128.3 Leszl 2009.
22.  It is only an integration exempli gratia to the proposed translation, which would 
presuppose e.g. a [θεὸν οὐκ εἶναι λέγειν or something similar at the beginning of the following 
column (the papyrus has a large number of lacunae at that point). But this is obviously the 
result of the general interpretation of the passage I am giving here.
23. My own translation.
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a quotation of a Democritean fragment rather than simply a paraphrase. The 
scholar founded his hypothesis above all on a lexical analysis of the passage, 
and in particular on the use of the following nouns: a) the adverb ἄνωθεν, 
meaning from on high or from the sky, is not attested in Philodemus, judging 
from the current research;24 b) the adjective διειπετής, which, in this more 
archaic form meaning fallen/come from Zeus (viz. from the sky), is a Philode-
mean hapax legomenon, therefore ascribable to the lexicon of the philoso-
pher about whom Philodemus is speaking;25 c) the verb ἐξεργάζομαι, which 
Henrichs wrongly considered not to be attested in Philodemus,26 while it is 
undoubtedly present in two ‘ethical’ fragments of Democritus.27
Personally, I do not believe that these linguistic and lexical elements are 
enough to demonstrate that we are dealing with a word-for-word quota-
tion of a Democritean fragment. But it is highly probable that, as is the case 
elsewhere in On Piety and in other Philodemean treatises, the Epicurean 
philosopher provides the reader with a paraphrase that intermittently quotes 
words originally used by the author on (or against) whom he is writing. In 
this specific case, as will be explained shortly, this supposition is proved by 
the opening lines of the Herculanean passage in question. Before analyzing 
those lines, we ought to observe that, as a whole, the new reconstruction of 
the column leads us to make a better informed comparison with the parallel 
text of Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods, where the Democritean theory 
of divine simulacra is openly criticized.28 Philodemus’ testimonium is totally 
24. See Vooys 1934-1941, I, p. 34, where three occurences of the adverb, with the Latin 
meaning of ab initio, can be found. As Henrichs 1975 p. 101 with n. 34-35 observes, the use 
of this adverb is common in 5th-century Attic Greek, but is attested in Epicurus (Sent. XIII 
= Sent. Vat. 72; Pyth. 104) as well. A more archaic occurrence can be found in Acusilaus (DK 
9 B 40a), as noted by Gigante & Indelli 1980 p. 452.
25. On the semantic and linguistic complexity of this term, see Humbach 1967, along 
with the commentary and further literary and bibliographical references in Henrichs 1975 
p. 101-102 with n. 37. Another meaning of the noun (shining) in Empedocles’ fr. 100, 9 DK, 
handed down by Aristotle’s On Breathing (473b), is pointed out by Gigante & Indelli 1980 
p. 453, n. 13.
26. See Vooys 1934-1941, I, p. 112. Also Henrichs 1975 p. 102 with n. 42 acknowledged 
the irrelevance (for his demonstrandum) of the use of the neuter with reference to divine 
action, a usage that is common in all Greek literature and that can therefore be referred not 
only to Democritus but to other authors as well.
27. DK 68 B 182 (= frs. 35 and 774 Luria) and B 264 (= fr. 604 [III] Luria).
28. Cicero, ND I [12] 29 (= DK 68 A 74 [III]): “(…) Then in what a maze of error is 
Democritus involved, who at one moment ranks as gods his roving ‘images,’ at another the 
substance that emits and radiates these images, and at another again the scientific intelligence 
of man! (tum imagines earumque circumitus in deorum numerum refert, tum illam naturam 
quae imagines fundat ac mittat, tum scientiam intellegentiamque nostram.) At the same time 
his denial of immutability, and therefore of eternity, to everything whatsoever surely involves 
a repudiation of deity so absolute as to leave no conception of a divine being remaining!” 
(transl. by H. Rackham 1951). 
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different from Cicero’s. It deals with the genesis of religious belief among 
men as an anthropological, and not merely epistemological, process, accor-
ding to Democritus. Indeed, there is no trace of the εἴδωλα theory in it, and 
on the basis of our current knowledge it seems that in no Herculanean text 
an explicit reference to that theory is to be found.29 But, as I have mentioned 
above, it is rather the first (and thus far unpublished) part of the column 
that provides a further contribution to our understanding of Democritus’ 
conception of the worship of the gods. There we can read the name of Zeus 
and the context allows us to think that here Philodemus partially quotes 
Democritus’ fr. 30 DK (= fr. 580 Luria). It is the earliest evidence for this 
fragment in the history of ancient philosophy. In its extended version, it is 
only known to us through Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius of Caesarea:
(...) οὐκ ἀπεικότως ὁ Δημόκριτος “τῶν λογίων ἀνθρώπων ὀλίγους” φησίν 
“ἀνατείναντας τὰς χεῖρας ἐνταῦθα, ὃν νῦν ἠέρα καλέομεν οἱ Ἕλληνες, ‹εἰπεῖν› 
‘πάντα Ζεὺς ἐνθυμέεται καὶ πάνθ’ οὗτος οἶδε καὶ διδοῖ καὶ ἀφαιρέεται καὶ 
βασιλεὺς οὗτος τῶν πάντων.’ ”30 
(...) Democritus said, not implausibly, that “a few wise men, lifting their 
hands toward that place that we Greeks now call the air, ‹said›, ‘Zeus medi-
tates on all things, and he knows all things, gives them, and takes them away, 
and he is the king of all things.’ ”31
Karl Reinhardt was the first to consider this fragment an elucidation of 
Democritus’ conception of the origin of religion.32 But this interpretation of 
the passage has never been unanimously accepted. Some scholars have used 
it to prove that Democritus saw the human worship of gods in a favourable 
light. Within this trend, there have also been those who have highlighted the 
positive connotation of the adjective λόγιοι, which according to Hermann 
Diels should be considered “die Weisen der vorhellenischen Urzeit.”33 Other 
scholars (the majority) have instead interpreted the fragment as a Democri-
29.  In contrast, Piergiacomi (forthcoming) sees in the πά[ν]|τα ταῦτα of lines 24-25 a 
probably (indirect) reference to the simulacra, above all in the light of Sextus, M. IX 42 (= 
fr. 173b Taylor 1999). But the scholar also tries to show that no hint to Democritus’ εἴδωλα 
theory can be detected in Philodemus’ On Poems, Book 4 (PHerc. 207), fr. 10 Janko 2011, as 
supposed instead by Janko 2011 p. 251, n. 6. For an overview on Philodemus’ use of Demo-
critus, see Luciani 2003.
30. Clemens, Protr. 68, 5 (I, 52, 16 Stählin); Strom. V 102, 1 (II 394, 21 Stählin); Euse-
bius, PE XIII 13, 27 (p. 204, 20 Dindorf = DK 68 B 30 = fr. 580 Luria). Cf. also Hesiod, 
Op. 1-8. Useful remarks on the epithets of Zeus in early Greek poetry can be found in Massetti 
2014.
31. Text and translation by Laks & Most 2016, p. 252-253 (D 210).
32. Reinhardt 1912, p.  510-511, who ascribed the fragment to the Little Cosmology.
33. Diels & Kranz 1951-1952 II, p. 151 n. See also Jaeger 1961 p. 285-286 and Janko 
2008 p. 38. As Alfieri 1936 p. 217, n. 550 recalls, Diels confirmed his opinion in the light of 
PHerc. 1428, col. 331 Vassallo (= fr. 18 Schober 1988), where Philodemus says that Diogenes 
of Apollonia praised Homer for having spoken about the divine not according to myth, but 
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tean attack on the popular worship of the gods, reading the reference to λόγιοι 
ironically.34 Most recently, there have been some scholars who, while denying 
that the adjective is ironic, see the fragment as reflecting Democritus’ pole-
mics against the conception of God/ἀήρ held not only by primitive humans, 
but above all by Diogenes of Apollonia: if so, Democritus would be critici-
zing those who uphold, philosophically as well as religiously, the divine origin 
of cosmic phenomena.35 Indeed, Philodemus’ account seems to me to belong 
to the tradition that interprets the fragment as a ‘rationalist’ attack against 
the worship of the gods. The Epicurean philosopher maintains that the defi-
nition of Zeus as the “king of all things” (l. 5-6: πά[ντων | βασιλε]ύς) has 
been the consequence of how (according to Democritus) the ancient people 
began to worship the gods, and in particular Zeus. Based on the observation 
of natural phenomena, they concluded that Zeus did not treat humans with 
contempt and finally came to worship him as the source of their sustenance. 
Therefore, there would be a strong relationship between the human worship 
of the gods and the satisfaction of the material needs of men.36 The unveiling 
of the real origin of worship is an attack on the common (viz. unphiloso-
phical) conception of divinity, not against the notion of divinity in itself and 
even less against the divine qua the ‘rational principle’ of beings and essence 
or substance (θεία οὐσία) endowed with the same fiery nature as the atoms 
that compose individual souls.37 On the other hand, such fiery (or psychical) 
atoms, which would seem to have been ignored by ancient people, are called 
according to the truth, in particular by identifying Zeus with the air. On this piece of evidence, 
I refer to Laks 2008 p. 129-130 (test. 6 Laks = DK 64 A 8 [I]).
34. The same opinion is expressed, among others, by Luria 2007 p. 722, who refers to 
Philodemus, Piet., PHerc. 1428, fr. 15 Schober 1988, where, in his opinion, ἀσύνετος would 
be synonymous with λόγιος. But, as I demonstrate in Vassallo 2018, the old reconstruction 
by Adolf Schober (and even more so, that of Robert Philippson, which Luria used) is absolu-
tely unreliable. In particular, my new reconstruction shows that in col. 328 Vassallo (= fr. 15 
Schober 1988) of the papyrus no reference to the ἀσύνετοι can be detected.
35. Piergiacomi 2017 p. 21, who, albeit cautiously, brings the Democritean work entitled 
Αἰτίαι ἀέριοι (Diogenes Laertius IX 47) back to this polemical aspect and refers to the frs. 152 
DK (= fr. 521 Luria) and 161 DK (= fr. 588 Luria) as well.
36. I adopt this intepretation thanks to the supplement [οὐ at the end of line 10 by David 
N. Sedley per litteras. Previously I supposed that lines 10-12 were a comment by Philodemus 
on the alleged ‘atheism’ of Democritus, but this does not fit with lines 20-21 and, above all, 
with the conclusions of the column.
37. This thesis is a much debated one and the sources concerning the question are not so 
clear. Cf. Cicero, ND I [12] 29 and [43] 120-121a (= DK 68 A 74 [IV]), Xenocrates, fr. 140 
Isnardi Parente2 (= fr. 220 Isnardi Parente1 = fr. 21 Heinze) ap. Clemens, Strom. V 88 (= DK 
68 A 79 = fr. 572 Luria), and Augustinus, Ad Diosc. 118, 28 (= frs. 471 and 472a [VII] Luria 
= deest DK). Trying to correct the position of Gilbert 1911 p. 458-478, who hypothesized 
an ideological link between Democritus and Pythagoreanism on this point (viz. the passage 
from the divine to the human), Alfieri 1950 p. 102-108 maintains that Democritus, instead, 
starts from the human to go back up to the divine, and in doing so, highlights the ‘rational’ 
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by Democritus ‘divine’ and considered by him to be synonymous with the 
soul and intelligence.38 We can infer that the similarity between Democritus’ 
fr. 30 DK and Critias’ Sisyphus, posited by some scholars, is rather unlikely.39 
In the Sisyphus40 the gods are portrayed as the invention of a shrewd person 
(πυκνός τις καὶ σοφός [...] ἀνήρ) in order to guarantee social order and citi-
zens’ compliance with the laws. Moreover, the invention in question plays 
only on the fears (φόβους) of men, although Critias mentions both disad-
vantageous natural phenomena (e.g. lightning and thunder) and favourable 
ones (e.g. the beauty of the starry sky and the order of time that gives rhythm 
to the cosmos). This is the only position in antiquity that can be considered 
truly or potentially ‘atheistic’: it combines an anthropological inquiry into 
the origin of divine worship with the firm belief that the ‘divine’ is only the 
outcome of a false tale (ψευδεῖ καλύψας τὴν ἀλήθειαν λόγῳ). 
Democritus’ criticism against the popular conception of divinity does not 
follow an ‘atheistic’ position. According to this perspective, one should relate, 
in my opinion, Philodemus’ testimonium to Prodicus transmitted by PHerc. 
1428, col. 333 Vassallo (= fr. 19 Schober) as well. This testimonium presents 
a structure analogous to that of the second part of the column under conside-
ration. According to Philodemus, Democritus maintained that the worship 
of the gods was born from the human belief that the cycle of the seasons and 
all that is useful to human life derive from the sky (namely from Zeus and 
the other gods);41 however, he would have not inferred the non-existence of 
the gods from this psychological mechanism. In the same way, Philodemus 
maintains that Prodicus attacked exclusively the gods that are the object of 
human faith, not the gods in themselves: the human worship of the gods 
amounted to nothing but the worshipping of the fruits of the earth and of all 
that is useful to the material aspects of human life. Therefore, there is good 
reason to believe that Prodicus, as well as Democritus, identified the origin 
of the worship of the gods in the natural phenomena not in order to deny 
the existence of the gods, but rather in order to denounce the inability of 
value of the divine. See now the discussion on Democritean ‘scientific pampsychism’ in Pier-
giacomi 2017 p. 30-34.
38. Cf. e.g. Aristoteles, De resp. IV 471b30 (= DK 68 A 106 = frs. 446 and 452 Luria, 
where other testimonia are also taken into account).
39.  See Norden 2002 p.  515; Gigante & Indelli 1980 p.  452, n. 4; Montano 1984 
p.  456-457; Dragona-Monachou 1984 passim; Broadie 1999 p.  222. A different thesis is 
backed by Piergiacomi 2017 p. 16-17, who argues that Democritus could not consider reli-
gion a mere instrumentum regni.
40. DK 88 B 25 (= Sextus, M. IX 54; Aëtius I 7, 2, Dox.Graec., p. 298).
41.  Further literary references on the relation between theology and the cycle of the 
seasons, especially in oracles and sacred hymns, can be found in Henrichs 1975 p. 106, n. 55.
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ordinary men to recognize the true God and his main characteristics.42
On the other hand, the second part of Philodemus’ account on Demo-
critus (PHerc. 1428, col. 329 Vassallo = fr. 16 Schober) is closely connected 
to the fragment cited in the first part. This Herculanean piece of evidence 
represents one of the three texts belonging to Democritus’ testimonium 
A  75 in the Diels-Kranz collection (= fr. 581 Luria), inserted between 
Sextus’ (M. IX 24) and Lucretius’ (V 1186 ff.) passages. Although he could 
not rely on a sound edition of PHerc. 1428, Luria already understood the 
close link between B 30 and A 75 DK. As a matter of fact, in his collection he 
published them sequentially, both within the section devoted to the Demo-
critean conception of the origin of the worship of the gods. We can infer that 
all these testimonia can be reduced to the same logical and argumentative 
structure. The figure of a Democritus stands out as he attempts: a) to inves-
tigate the psychological and anthropological reasons behind the worship of 
the gods in the history of mankind; and b) to criticize the irrational nature of 
the feelings of fear and/or gratitude that give rise to worship. 
3. A ‘rational’ attitude towards theology?
Humans’ perception of the gods, according to Democritus, derive from 
the stream of images (εἴδωλα) that emanate from them. Covering great 
distances, these images move until they reach the human senses of sight and 
hearing. On this complex theory we have a large amount of testimonia,43 
which are difficult to order and to interpret unambiguously. Some scholars 
have suggested that Democritus’ εἴδωλα theory, instead of having an episte-
mological function (i.e. to define the nature of the senses),44 only has a theo-
logical function, because it aims to define atomistic ‘demonology.’45 Also in 
this case, Sextus Empiricus provides some useful information, which however 
should be approached with a degree of caution. In Democritus’ well-known 
fr. 166 DK (= fr. 472a [II] Luria) we read as follows:
42. This fact seems to be all the more true in the light of the new readings made of the 
first part of PHerc. 1428, col. 333 Vassallo (= fr. 19 Schober 1988), where both Prodicus and 
Diagoras are (most likely) said to believe that the gods exist and have a benevolent nature. 
See Vassallo 2017 and 2018. In contrast, Mayhew 2011 p. xvii-xviii, 44-51 (= test. 70-78 
Mayhew) and 175-194 opts for a radically atheistic interpretation of Prodicus’ thought, but on 
the basis of not wholly reliable editions of On Piety. See, for instance, my new reconstruction 
of cols. 347-349 Vassallo (= cols. 1-3 Henrichs) of PHerc. 1428 in this volume (p. 160-164), 
where the relationship between Prodicus and the Stoic Persaeus is not based on the sophist’s 
‘atheistic’ stance. As for Diagoras, Winiarczyk 2016 has demonstrated that it is impossible to 
consider this author as an ‘atheist’ stricto sensu.
43. Cf. the sources collected in fr. 472a Luria (= DK 68 A 33; A 74; A 78-79; B 10a; 
B 166). 
44. As maintained by the Peripatetic doxography: Cf., for instance, Aristoteles, Div.Som. 
2, 464a5 (= fr. 475 [I] Luria = deest DK).
45. See A. Capizzi in Zeller & Mondolfo 1969 p. 279-282.
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Δημόκριτος δὲ εἴδωλά τινά φησιν ἐμπελάζειν τοῖς ἀνθρώποις, καὶ τούτων τὰ μὲν 
εἶναι ἀγαθοποιά, τὰ δὲ κακοποιά (ἔνθεν καὶ εὔχετο εὐλόγχων τυχεῖν εἰδώλων), 
εἶναι δὲ ταῦτα μεγάλα τε καὶ ὑπερμεγέθη,46 καὶ δύσφθαρτα μέν, οὐκ ἄφθαρ-
τα δέ, προσημαίνειν τε τὰ μέλλοντα τοῖς ἀνθρώποις, θεωρούμενα καὶ φωνὰς 
ἀφιέντα. ὅθεν τούτων αὐτῶν φαντασίαν λαβόντες οἱ παλαιοὶ ὑπενόησαν εἶναι 
θεόν, μηδενὸς ἄλλου παρὰ ταῦτα ὄντος θεοῦ τοῦ ἄφθαρτον φύσιν ἔχοντος.47
Democritus says that certain images approach people and that of these some 
do good and others do evil. That is why he expressed the wish to obtain pro-
pitious images. These are large and of greater size than normal, and hard to 
destroy but not indestructible, and they indicate before-hand the future for 
people when they are observed and utter words. It is on this basis that the 
ancients, having a representation of these very images, came to suppose that 
there is a god, given that no other god exists that has an indestructible nature 
besides these.48
If we exclude the reference to φαντασία, which seems to be another re-use 
of an Epicurean or Stoic concept, other parallel texts49 make this testimonium 
reliable in its account of Democritus’ (images of ) gods as extremely large 
and hard to destroy. The two features in question are the hallmarks of these 
images, which, on the other hand, also share the common features of all other 
images. The most complete list of these features can be found in fr. 10 Smith 
of Diogenes of Oenoanda, which deals with visions (φάσματα) in dreams 
and criticizes both the Stoics and Democritus on this topic: the Stoics for 
depriving the visions of something they have and for reducing them to “empty 
illusions of the mind” (κενὰ μὲν οὖν [σ]κι[α]|γραφήματα τῆς δια|νοίας);50 
Democritus for endowing them with something which they do not have:
IV
10                                           οὐ
              μὴν πάλιν, εἰ μή ἐστιν
              κενά, αἴσθησ[ιν] ἔχει
              καὶ λογισμὸν καὶ τῷ
              ὄντι προσλαλεῖ ἡμε[ῖν,
V           ὡς ὑπολαμβάνει Δημ[ό-
              κριτος. ν [ἀ]μήχανον γὰρ λε-
              πτοῖς ὑμέσιν οὕτως καὶ
              στερεμνίας φύσεως βά-
46. Ὑπερμεγέθη Laks & Most: ὑπερφυῆ Papencordt.
47. Sextus, M. IX 19.
48. Text and translation by Laks & Most 2016 p. 206-207 (D 154).
49. Cf., for instance, Themistius, in Div. Som. 464a5, p. 43, 1 (= fr. 472a [I] Luria = deest 
DK). For a synoptic comparison between Democritus’ doctrine of images as modified in 
Aristotle’s On Divination in Sleep and expounded by Plutarch, see Luria 2007 p. 1164-1167.
50.  On the criticism against the Stoics in the Oenoanda Inscription, see now 
Gourinat 2017.
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  5          θος οὐκ ἔχουσ[ι]ν ταῦτα προσ-
              εῖναι.51          
On the other hand, however, if they are not empty, that does not mean that 
they are sentient and rational and really chat to us, as Democritus supposes; 
for films which are so subtle and lack the depth of a solid constitution cannot 
possibly possess these faculties.52
If — as commonly stated — Democritus’ sleep-visions are produced by 
images,53 we can guess that the former must have the same features as the 
latter. This fact is already attested in an important testimonium that we find 
in Plutarch’s Convivial Questions, where Democritus is said to have main-
tained:
(...) ἐγκαταβυσσοῦσθαι τὰ εἴδωλα διὰ τῶν πόρων εἰς τὰ σώματα καὶ ποιεῖν 
τὰς κατὰ ὕπνον ὄψεις ἐπαναφερόμενα· φοιτᾶν δὲ ταῦτα πανταχόθεν ἀπιόντα 
καὶ σκευῶν καὶ ἱματίων καὶ φυτῶν, μάλιστα δὲ ζῴων ὑπὸ σάλου πολλοῦ 
καὶ θερμότητος οὐ μόνον ἔχοντα μορφοειδεῖς τοῦ σώματος ἐκμεμαγμένας 
ὁμοιότητας (...), ἀλλὰ καὶ τῶν κατὰ ψυχὴν κινημάτων καὶ βουλευμάτων 
ἑκάστῳ καὶ ἠθῶν καὶ παθῶν ἐμφάσεις ἀναλαμβάνοντα συνεφέλκεσθαι, καὶ 
προσπίπτοντα μετὰ τούτων ὥσπερ ἔμψυχα φράζειν καὶ διαγγέλλειν54 τοῖς 
ὑποδεχομένοις τὰς τῶν μεθιέντων αὐτὰ δόξας καὶ διαλογισμοὺς καὶ ὁρμάς (...).55
(…) that the images penetrate deeply into bodies by means of their passages 
and produce visions during sleep when they rise up again. These roam about, 
coming from everywhere, from equipment, clothes, plants, but especially 
from living beings, by the effect of intense agitation and heat; they possess 
not only similarities of form modeled upon the body (…) but they also re-
ceive impressions of the motions and desires of each person’s soul, of his 
character traits and passions, which they carry along with them; when they 
encounter people, accompanied by these things, they speak like living beings 
and announce to those who receive them the opinions of those who sent 
them, their considerations, and their impulsions (…).56 
In this piece of evidence, as Giuseppe Cambiano observes, the likeness 
of an image to its object concerns the object in its entirety: this fact implies 
an absolute correspondence between the (qualitative) properties of an 
animated object and those of the image that it produces.57 Now, combining 
Plutarch’s and Diogenes’ pieces of evidence, we may infer that rationality 
51. Diogenes Oenoandensis, fr. 10 (HK fr. 52 + NF I) IV 10-V 6 Smith. See Smith 1993 
p. 450-451; Güremen 2017 p. 197-198.
52. Transl. by Smith 1993 p. 372.
53. Cf. Aëtius (Ps.-Plut.) V 2, 1 (= DK 68 A 136 = fr. 473 Luria): Δημόκριτος τοὺς ὀνείρους 
γίνεσθαι κατὰ τὰς τῶν εἰδώλων παραστάσεις. See Cambiano 1980 p. 439-441.
54. Διαγγέλλειν Wyttenbach (acc. Diels): διαστέλλειν Mss.
55. Plutarchus, Quaest. conv. VIII 10, 2, 735A-B (= DK 68 A 77 = fr. 476 Luria).
56. Text and translation by Laks & Most 2016 p. 204-205 (D 152).
57. Cambiano 1980 p. 442-444.
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(along with sense perception58 and reality) is one of the main features of the 
simulacra of the gods as well, and consequently of the gods themselves, even 
if irrational living beings too are reached and hit by these simulacra.59 Ratio-
nality is therefore a common quality of gods, men, and nature. In this regard, 
it is meaningful that at the end of the Democritean Entstehungsgeschichte of 
mankind sketched out by Hermippus,60 a clear connection between divine 
and human reason is affirmed: ἐρρύη δέ τι καὶ θειότερον εἰς αὐτόν, καθ’ ὃ νοῦ 
καὶ λόγου καὶ διανοίας μετέσχε καὶ τὰ ὄντα ἀνηρευνήσατο (italics mine).61 
As Luria observes,62 intelligence, reason, and intellect represent the ‘divine 
principle’ (θεῖον) of each human being. Such a principle is strictly linked to 
human rational supremacy over nature through the crafts (τέχναι), as already 
attested in a famous fragment by Ps.-Epicharmus.63 But the human control of 
nature ensured by technical crafts necessarily implies the human knowledge 
of nature’s principles and causes. And this is made possible, in its turn, only 
by the common structure of φύσις and human reason. This means that 
natural (and cosmic) phenomena conceal rational causes that a philosopher 
is called to discover. 64 In this sense, and only in this sense, one could speak of 
Democritus’ nature (and cosmos) as something vivified by a kind of ‘divine 
58. See Sassi 1978 p. 70-76. In this regard, also Diogenes of Oenoanda fr. 43 (NF 12 + 
12) Smith is to be taken into account.
59. Cf. Clemens, Strom. V 88, II, p. 383, 25 Stählin (= DK 68 A 79 = fr. 572 [II] Luria) 
and Aëtius, IV 10, 4, Dox.Graec., p. 399 (= DK 68 A 116 = fr. 572 [I] Luria).
60. See Reinhardt 1912.
61. Hermippus, De astrologia (Iohannes Catrares) II 1, 13, p. 33, 15 Kroll & Viereck 1895 
(= DK 60 B 5 [II] = frs. 515 [II] and 572a [I] Luria). Through this testimonium, Luria 2007 
p. 1246 considers Democritus the source of Aristoteles, PA Β 10, 656a3 ([...] τοιοῦτο δ’ ἐστὶ τὸ 
τῶν ἀνθρώπων γένος· ἢ γὰρ μόνον μετέχει τοῦ θείου τῶν ἡμῖν γνωρίμων ζῴων, ἢ μάλιστα πάντων 
[...]) and Δ 10, 686a28 ([...] ἄνθρωπος [...] ἔχει χεῖρας, ὀρθὸν γάρ ἐστι μόνον τῶν ζῴων διὰ τὸ 
τὴν φύσιν αὐτοῦ καὶ τὴν οὐσίαν εἶναι θείαν· ἔργον δὲ τοῦ θειοτάτου τὸ νοεῖν καὶ φρονεῖν [...]) as 
well (= fr. 572a [II] Luria = deest DK).
62. Luria 2007 p. 1247.
63. Cf. PCG, I 240 (= frs. 255-257 Kaibel = DK 23 B 56-57): ὁ βίος ἀνθρώποις λογισμοῦ 
κἀριθμοῦ δεῖται πάνυ. / ζῶμεν ἀριθμῷ καὶ λογισμῷ· ταῦτα γὰρ σῴζει βροτούς / ὁ λόγος ἀνθρώπους 
κυβερνᾷ κατὰ τρόπον σῴζει τ’ ἀεί. / ἔστιν ἀνθρώπῳ λογισμός, ἔστι καὶ θεῖος λόγος· / - ⏑ ἀνθρώπῳ 
πέφυκε περὶ βίου καταστροφάς· / ὁ δέ γε τὰς τέχνας ἅπασι συνέπεται θεῖος λόγος, / ἐκδιδάσκων 
αὐτὸς αὐτοὺς ὅτι ποιεῖν δεῖ συμφέρον. / οὐ γὰρ ἄνθρωπος τέχναν εὗρ’, ὁ δὲ θεὸς ταύταν φέρει· 
/ ὁ δέ γε τἀνθρώπου {λόγος} πέφυκεν ἀπό γε τοῦ θείου λόγου (the passage seems to belong to 
Ps.-Epicharmus’, viz. Chrysogonus’ Republic: cf. DK 23 A 10). On the role of the crafts in 
Democritus’ concept of human progress, see at least DK 68 B 5 [I] (= fr. 558 [II] Luria); 
B 144 (= fr. 568 Luria); and B 154 (= fr. 559 Luria). 
64. Here I am using the term “nature” according to its more extended atomistic meaning. 
For an in-depth analysis of the polysemy of Democritus’ φύσις, I refer to Naddaf 1992 passim 
and Morel 2007 esp. p. 108-109, who notes that “la philosophie naturelle des atomistes ne 
peut être intégralement définie comme une ‘cosmogonie’, puisque celle-ci n’est qu’une parti-
cularisation de la physique générale des atomes et du vide. Le kosmos ne saurait être l’équiva-
lent de la phusis, qui l’excède logiquement, puisqu’il y a dans le Tout une infinité de mondes.”
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principle.’ Without a doubt, this last point is not directly inferable from the 
sources at our disposal. Furthermore, it could be theoretically questioned in 
the light of the sources concerning Democritus’ cosmology. Indeed, Demo-
critus does not describe the cosmogonic process as ‘divine,’ but makes it the 
outcome of the mechanical necessity for the atomic whirl that obeys the mere 
laws of physics: namely, the attraction between similar (animate and inani-
mate) things based on the timeless whirling motion of the atoms.65 However, 
there are some elements that lead us to postulate a relationship between the 
action of fiery (or psychic) atoms and celestial phenomena, at least insofar as 
Democritus seems to insist on the fiery nature of the sky and of the heavenly 
regions. In this regard, one could recall at least another piece of evidence by 
Plutarch, where the brightness of aether (παρ’ αἰθρίης [...] σέλας) is described 
as being διόβλητον (‘sent by Zeus’) and εὐαγές (‘bright’ , ‘clear’, ‘pure’, perhaps 
also ‘holy’);66 and another testimonium by Hermippus, where the gods/
daemons coincide with their images and the air (qua physical principle) is 
said to be full of them (μεστόν τε εἶναι τὸν ἀέρα τούτων).67 If so, the principle 
that we have previously considered ‘divine’ would be nothing but a ‘physical’ 
one. In other words, it would be the starting point in any inquiry free of 
the superstitious prejudices of popular imagery and absolutely in agreement 
with the structure of the cosmos it attempts to understand. According to 
this perspective, we might suppose that the λόγιοι of Democritus’ fr. 30 DK 
are neither ‘ancient sages’ nor (ironically) ‘suckers.’ On the contrary, these 
λόγιοι would be more literally men provided ‘with reason’, in the same way 
as the gods: that is to say, those who, within their rational investigation of the 
causes behind physical phenomena, are not frightened by what seems to be 
incomprehensible and do not lose ‘faith’ in the rationality and necessity68 of 
the eternal order of all things that derive from those causes.
65. Cf. frs. 288-323 Luria (with their correspondences with the Diels & Kranz collection).
66. Plutarchus, Quaest. conv. IV 2, 4, 665F (= DK 68 B 152 = frs. 281 and 415 [II] Luria). 
But one should take into account that this second term is a controversial addition by H. Diels.
67. Hermippus, De astrologia I 16, 122, p. 26, 13 Kroll & Viereck 1895 (= DK 68 A 78 
= fr. 472a [VI] Luria). 
68. Cf. Leucippus’ fr. 2 DK (= Aëtius I 25, 4, Dox. Graec., p. 321), according to which 
“nothing happens at random, but everything for a reason and as the effect of necessity” (οὐδὲν 
χρῆμα μάτην γίνεται, ἀλλὰ πάντα ἐκ λόγου τε καὶ ὑπ’ ἀνάγκης): translation by Laks & Most 
2016 p. 138-139 (D 73). 
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